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  Hawthorne Family Tree


The first Harlan Married Caroline. 
His sons were: Harlan Jr.,  Harrison, and Hamilton
Harlan, Jr. and Elizabeth
Harlan III and Adeline
Harlan IV and Emma
Amelia
Mark
Hunter 
Helen
Hollister and Julianne
Jackson and Abigail:  Erin
Jasper and Christy: Jason
John 
Henry and Rebecca
Robert (RJ)  Sophie
Stephen and Lucy
Cecilia and Max
Harrison and Constance
Charles
Annie
Carl and Chloe
Matthew 
Landon 
Jacqueline: Max and Taylor
Mara
Carson and Gracie
Hamilton and Laura
Davis
Thomas and Lindsey
Sully
Franklin
Angelina







  
  Chapter 1


“Is anyone here?” 
Gracie met her guest at the door. “What kind of pizza did you bring today?”
“Sausage, onion, and green pepper,” Elle announced, dropping her purse on the granite kitchen counter.
“Smells delicious. Please set it on the island.” Gracie sighed, smoothing her wavy hair. “I’ve been packing for hours.”
“Then you need a break.” Elle grabbed plates and glasses from the cupboard.
Gracie retrieved the iced tea pitcher from the fridge and then collapsed on a stool. It felt good to rest her tired feet.
With two pizza slices on her plate, Elle asked, “How much will you miss this place?” 
She glanced at the gleaming stainless steel appliances and decor. It used to look spectacular. But the entire house had the same smooth industrial style—metal and open spaces. Too many cold, empty areas. “It impressed me at first. Now I’m ready for something more normal.”
“Did Baylor design this?”
He had no time to waste attention on details. “Baylor bought this place ten years ago.”
“He seemed like a no-clutter guy,” Elle said, flinging her long, dirty blonde hair over her shoulders.
“That’s true.” It’s why he liked the home’s clean lines. The only clutter had been cash stuffed in various spots.
“I remember you grew up in Washington State.”
Gracie set her glass back on the counter. “I have six brothers, so imagine an unending circus. You must remember the crazy life on campus. I found life with Baylor peaceful by comparison—despite the energy buzz that surrounded him.”
“You decided not to move back home because…”
“I’m the youngest in the family. I’m not sure they will ever see me as an independent adult.” Six older brothers keeping her safe from disasters, including men.
“Maybe you deserve a quiet life,” Elle said. “Hope it’s not boring.”
Gracie laughed, imagining Elle in a small town. She didn’t know what to expect in a place called Laughing Falls. The details of the business deal her father signed with the Hawthorne family remained sketchy.
“I will miss you,” Elle said, grabbing another slice of pizza.
Gracie wondered if she should believe her. “Not much news from the family in Minnesota, but I’ve done my research. They have a frigid winter—and it lasts for months. Want to visit next summer?”
“I’m not a snow lover.”
Gracie smiled. “I’ve been picturing myself in cozy sweaters. I’ll need different clothes. But it has to warm up sometime.”
Elle shook her head. “It’s good you’ve gained weight. Baylor kept you so skinny. You’d freeze on a wicked winter day.”
“He was health conscious with too many rules.” And she logged hours on the treadmill after indulging when they traveled. He had another reason for her to stay thin—her feminine curves distracted him.
“But two years without pizza? That’s inhuman.”
Gracie laughed. “Thanks for helping me make up for lost time.” 
She met Elle in college, but they weren’t close friends anymore. Still, no one else showed up when Gracie needed human contact after Baylor’s death.
“Your packing project is an energy drain. Have you been through the entire house? Did you find everything?” Elle asked.
“Finished that project last weekend. I moved the last items to be packed into the bedroom next to mine.” 
She had gathered several personal items since moving into Baylor’s home. Plus, treasures she had saved from her college dorm and the house she’d shared with coworkers.
“Planning a sale in Laughing Falls?”
The same solution had occurred to Gracie. “Who knows if they have garage sales? The town is so small you would miss it on a map.”
“You’re smart—you’ll figure it out,” Elle said. “We’ve sent four enormous boxes to Carson. I can’t believe you don’t have a picture of him.”
“Only found town photos. Could the Hawthorne clan be camera-shy?” Or maybe they avoided social media. Baylor used to sidestep cameras, but strangers still snapped pictures on their phones and posted them on every social media site. 
“It’s hard to imagine a successful businessman staying off the grid. What remains to be packed?” Elle took a sip of iced tea.
“I’ve filled two smaller boxes. One of Baylor’s friends called—he’s flying me to Minnesota on his private plane.”
Elle leaned forward and stared at Gracie. “Aren’t you nervous? Baylor died when his small plane crashed.”
“I flew with him plenty of times. I’m not worried,” she explained. The pilot friend offered a solution to her biggest problem. How else could she transport a gym bag full of cash? Gracie had traveled enough to know airports scanned everything for a commercial flight.
“Is the house going on the market next week?”
“Monday.” Gracie rinsed their plates in the sink. “I’m ready for something new. You know, I met Baylor’s family twice. Those people never understood his genius. Or the business. And they’re eager to sell his house and everything in it. Bet they have been dreaming about it for years, waiting for a chance to spend his money.”
And she had packed only her possessions. Gracie imagined his family’s joy when they realized she left all the furnishings behind. More money for them.
“What about the cars? The ones you can’t drive?” Elle laughed.
“Like everything else, those vehicles do not belong to me.” Gracie sighed. “No joy rides in those beautiful machines. I’ve been short on luck—what if I had an accident?”
Elle raised her glass of iced tea, and Grace did the same. Her friend offered a toast. “To your future, and your luck changing.”
Gracie’s future was uncertain. “Let’s get to work.”
Elle asked, “What’s on tonight’s list?”
“My makeup, magic skincare products, and the clothes I wear daily.”
“You’re referring to intimate apparel?” Her friend laughed as they went upstairs.
“You’re right. It’s my hot lingerie.” Gracie smiled. As if she owned any racy underwear. “The things I’ll need when I arrive, including my jewelry.”
“I thought you’d have more diamonds,” Elle said, perched on the edge of the guest room bed.
“The man lived to solve problems, not to bedazzle me.” Still, she had more expensive sparkling accessories than a woman needed.
“I would have gathered more jewels.” Elle laughed.
“This home used to come alive with excitement.” She remembered the days before Baylor’s accident—the relentless high intensity. “I’m surprised I’ve adjusted to a simpler life.”
“Why didn’t you hook up with another rich guy? You met so many people through Baylor.”
She knew Elle would hunt a wealthy boyfriend if she were in Gracie’s position. “The guys who knew Baylor would expect Grace Newsome. I’m not the same person anymore.” 
“If that’s what you want.” Her guest didn’t sound convinced. “Is it time to move forward? It’s only been six months.”
Elle rarely got serious. But she probably missed how things used to be.
It hurt admitting the only person who contacted her after Baylor’s death—and brought pizza wasn’t a close friend. They hadn’t spoken since graduation. When she moved in with Baylor, Elle’s call the next week surprised her.
“These last packages include pants, shirts, and shoes. My suitcase has the remaining clothes, my jewelry container, and cosmetics case.”
“You said you checked every room?” Elle studied the closet and then peeked beneath the bed. “Nothing in here. What about your bedroom?”
Elle could not discover the old gym bag tucked under the bed in her room. “I dragged everything in here. Even pulled in a chair to check the top closet shelves.”
“There aren’t many things you can’t reach since you’re tall.”
“I’m not a giant,” she teased. “I can’t imagine anyone installing shelves to the ceiling!” Elle used to tease her in college because of her height. 
“Your parents will be in Minnesota?”
Gracie nodded. She missed her dad. “My mom should have no complaints. Now that Baylor’s not part of my life.” Her mother’s middle name should be unpredictable.
Elle shook her head. “I’ve never understood why she gets so involved.”
“There must be a reason she criticizes my choices. But I don’t understand it.” Gracie knew she might never figure out her mother’s motives.
“You should have studied psychology instead of business.”
Baylor first noticed her because of her business talent. “Psychology didn’t interest me.”
“Me neither,” her friend agreed. “I believe we have packed everything.”
“I need my pajamas tonight,” Gracie said. She might get some sleep if her brain stopped reviewing her morning to-do list.
Elle threw the long purse handle over her shoulder. “My drive home takes an hour.”
“When there’s not too much traffic,” Gracie walked her to the back door. “Have a safe drive.”
Before ducking into her car, Elle called, “Hope your flight is uneventful tomorrow.”
She had expected Elle to offer a vague promise to keep in touch. Even if she had no intention of following through on her words. Gracie’s intuition had been correct again. Elle’s interests included the glamor and money. That explained her friend’s unexpected call when Gracie moved in with Baylor.
Although she’d suspected it—the truth hurt. Elle was not a genuine friend. After Baylor died, Gracie ached for human contact. Who could she trust? Several acquaintances urged her to call if she needed any help. But when she reached out, they were too busy.
Gracie hoped to find actual friends in Minnesota. Grace Newsome, Baylor’s fiancée, no longer existed. She welcomed back Gracie Newsome. The woman she’d lost over the last two years.
She returned to the room with the boxes, trying to fit her face lotions and makeup into the bag she’d chosen. Her parents should have arrived in Minnesota by now. Her father and Carson’s father had signed the paperwork. She crossed her fingers, praying her mother would behave while they stayed in the Hawthorne home.
Her mother had won this round. Gracie would land in Minnesota tomorrow. How had she become part of a business negotiation? At first, she thought her father needed her business abilities. For a short time, she believed they expected her to monitor Carson’s family after the sale. But her business talents had nothing to do with her move to Laughing Falls.
She assumed her mother had decided her errant daughter might waste away after losing Baylor. Then her dad amended the business arrangement to include Gracie settling in Laughing Falls. Who named a town something so silly?
It was time to leave the house. Her two friends—managers at Baylor’s company, Mike and Sam—urged her to build her new life in a different place. She trusted them. Why not give Laughing Falls a chance? She had money to find a different home if that town disappointed her. 
She got anxious just thinking about confronting her mother. Tomorrow promised to be a tough day. She crossed her fingers, hoping the Hawthornes proved to be decent people.

      [image: ]“Thanks for sharing dessert.” Carson glanced at his cousin RJ and his wife Sophie. They had an unusual arrangement when Sophie came home after four years of college. He hoped they’d have useful advice for him.
“It’s a beautiful night to relax on the deck,” RJ said.
Sophie joined them with cake and ice cream for everyone. Their fuzzy dog Murphy followed her, and she almost tripped over him.“There’s none for you.”
“Looks good,” Carson said. “It’s been a while since I had a homemade cake.”
“It’s best to share with family.” She smiled, setting the tray on the table. “Otherwise, I’d finish it myself. Too much temptation.”
“I’ll be happy to help you.” Carson felt comfortable with RJ and his wife.
Murphy barked and ran to the deck railing.
“Another squirrel? Hope they’re not plundering the vegetables,” Sophie said.
“Have you been working in the garden?” Carson relaxed in his chair. “It looks better than I remember.”
“I have to admit I’m pleased the flowers are blooming,” Sophie told him. “And I’m helping Kate with the vegetables. The squirrels dig up the dirt, looking for buried acorns. Rabbits gnaw the vegetable stalks.”
“You should see Kate trying to chase them away!” RJ laughed.
“Marriage is agreeing with you,” Carson said.
Sophie gathered the plates and disappeared inside the house.
RJ leaned back in his chair. “I hope Gracie proves to be a positive addition to your life.”
“A replacement for Sarah?” he asked his cousin. Her betrayal still stung. “I don’t need another disaster with a woman.”
“No matter how hard you protest. She is coming to town.” 
Carson shook his head. “Don’t expect something to develop between the two of us.”
RJ nodded. “Is the Newsome business deal still on track?”
Carson moved forward. “Tomorrow, we’ll meet at my dad’s office, where we’ll both sign the documents with Fred Newsome.”
“Will Gracie be there?” Sophie asked, returning to the deck.
“She’s scheduled to arrive the day after we seal the business deal.” Murphy rubbed against his leg and he petted the dog. The changed agreement still puzzled him. “I understood  the arrangement with Newsome’s business, and then one day he asked if his daughter could settle in Laughing Falls. Does that mean she is part of the package?”
RJ shook his head. “I understand your question. Was Gracie a deal-breaker?” 
He had asked himself the same question. “It’s a mystery.”
“Her parents are staying in town until she arrives?” Sophie asked.
Carson sighed. “They haven’t seen her for a while. Everyone’s bunking at my parents’ house. Gracie’s boxes are stored at my place. Does that mean she expects to be my guest?”
Sophie looked at him. “If she stays with you at your house—do you have a guest room?”
RJ raised his eyebrows. “What will the family say if Gracie stays with you?”
“She may have other plans.” He laughed. “I’m not totally cold-hearted. If Gracie’s expected to stay with me, I will make sure she feels comfortable. There’s an extra room. It has furniture, but it’s not feminine.” No frills in his house.
Sophie turned to RJ. Her husband nodded.
She turned toward Carson. “What if we loan you the bedding and rug from our guest bedroom? Christy helped choose them.”
“If the resident fashion team helped, then it should be perfect.” Carson appreciated the offer.
RJ proposed, “We’ll pack it tonight and get the room ready tomorrow morning.”
“Thanks for reminding me. I would have been an unprepared host,” Carson said. The more he considered it, he didn’t expect her to stay with him. More likely, he’d be moving Gracie’s boxes to her new place.
He had bought a house too big for one person. And he’d grown used to being alone. From what his cousins said, Carson wondered if Gracie Newsome might change his life. He wasn’t ready for that. He hoped she would stay somewhere else.
“What are you expecting from Gracie?” RJ picked Murphy up and put him on his lap.
Carson refused to consider the possibility. “Nothing. I’m done with relationships.”
“Sarah again?” his cousin asked.
“We shared so much together. How could she leave me for another guy?” He shook his head. “I never expected my judgment to fail me. My common sense went on vacation.”
“Her leaving might be the best way it could have ended,” Sophie suggested. “If Sarah didn’t love you, how long before she showed her true feelings? What if she never told you until the night before your wedding?”
“In the last four months, my luck has been awful. Are you suggesting it may have been worse?” That idea had never occurred to him.
When the family added their daughter to the business negotiation—he worried it might be a ploy to cancel the sale. And he needed the deal to succeed. It relieved him when the arrangement stayed on schedule. Gracie should arrive tomorrow.
“Sophie and the other wives will answer Gracie’s questions about the town and our family,” RJ said. “That should take the pressure off you.”
“It’s true—we can’t wait to welcome her. But we promise to give her breathing room. No overwhelming her the first day.”
Carson pulled out his phone. “I found this picture online. The caption refers to Baylor and Grace. I guess that’s what he called her.” A scrawny girl with straight hair to her shoulders.
Sophie saw it first. “She is so thin.”
RJ took the phone from her. “Bet she’d blow away in a north wind.”
Carson said. “Most models weigh more than Gracie. Can’t say the waif look appeals to me. One more reason I expect nothing. The woman doesn’t interest me.”

      [image: ]Two days later, Carson arrived at Save More Drugs when Jasper called. “I’m picking up medication for my mom,” he told his cousin, holding the phone away from his ear. “She’s busy coordinating dinner—for the visitors and the family.”
“Hey! Careful!”
“Sorry.” He realized he’d nearly tripped over a woman studying the bottom shelf in the cookie row. Her husky voice surprised him. Her smile was infectious.
“There are so few customers. Guess you weren’t expecting to find someone inspecting every package.” 
“What do you need?” Carson wondered if he wanted to hear that raspy voice once more. Or hoped she might smile again?
She held up a hand. “Please don’t judge me. I need cookies with dark chocolate. It relaxes me on stressful days.”
“That’s news.”
She shrugged. “I’m not claiming there’s medical proof. It works for me.”
He found cookies on the highest shelf. “Would these do the trick?”
When she stood, her height surprised Carson. Almost reaching his shoulders. He’d suffered neck strain with the short women he’d dated. 
”Thanks.” She took the package from him and read the nutrition label. “Just checking my options. But this one’s perfect.”
Her smile lit up her face. Carson’s fingers itched to run through the shiny auburn waves cascading over her shoulders. She had curves in all the right places. What was wrong with him? He knew better. A too-good-to-be-true-woman? Guaranteed danger. A woman who threatened to leave his heart in pieces.
“I promised to be in the store only five minutes, and I’m overdue. Thanks.” She waved. “Have a splendid afternoon.”
“What just happened?” Jasper asked. “I had to eavesdrop.”
“I nearly stumbled into a woman. Her hair is reddish brown—it reminded me of Abby.”
“A McPherson?” his cousin asked.
Carson headed toward the pharmacy. “Too tall to be a McPherson. She must be new in town.”
“If I heard her talking, her voice is smoking. Did she sound even better in person?”
“Much hotter.” He smiled, thinking about it. “Before I introduced myself, she hurried away. Cinderella has left the building.”
“Did she lose a slipper so you can find her?” his cousin teased.
“I won’t be hunting for her,” he replied. “The last woman I reacted to the moment we met—she trashed my heart.”
“But this unknown woman is intriguing,” his cousin insisted.
“It’s my turn at the pharmacy, and then I have to head home. My dad and Fred Newsome are having important conversations without me.” 
Various family businesses hired employees from every part of the country. In a town this small, he’d bump into her. But if she came to Laughing Falls along with her family, she probably had a guy back home.
Later, Carson sat in his parent’s living room with his father and Fred Newsome. They were discussing the new business arrangement. The Newsome Group was now a part of Hawthorne Ventures. Fred and his sons planned to stay involved.
“Gracie,” Mrs. Newsome called. “Did you just arrive?”
“I’ve been resting. Jet lag.”
He recognized the voice and stood. “You’re Gracie?”
Relief lit up her brown eyes. “You must be Carson.”
He leaned close to her. “Did the cookies help?”
She nodded and reached out her hand. “Nice to meet you…again.”
Her firm handshake shouldn’t have surprised him. In her life with Baylor Lindquist, she shook hands thousands of times. He’d done his homework, checking out Gracie’s life before her fiancé died.
After she disappeared into the kitchen with his mother, Carson joined his brothers.
“She’s not what I expected,” his brother Matthew noted.
Landon, the youngest, shook his head. “You showed me a photo of a skinny woman. Gracie looks good. How did you get lucky?”
“I’m not sure,” he told Landon. “She’s very different from the woman I expected.”  Besides that voice and killer smile, she appeared friendly.
At dinner, Gracie sat between Landon and himself. Carson realized his mother had put them together. Why? Her mom stared at Gracie from across the table.
Mrs. Newsome helped herself to vegetables and asked, “Ready to admit I’m right? Your living with Baylor was a mistake?”
The unexpected question hung in the air. Carson waited for her reply.
“Mother. This is not the time to discuss it.” 
She sighed, and those auburn waves distracted Carson. Gracie took a deep breath. 
“It’s not right to speak badly of someone who isn’t here to defend himself.”
“You stopped taking my calls,” her mother complained.
“Because you always argue with me.” Gracie folded her hands in her lap as everyone watched her. “I’m doing fine now. Does that make you happy?”
Carson’s mother said, “Life with your fiancé must have been exciting.”
She smiled, and Carson’s heart raced again.
“I’d call it exhilarating. He thrived on finding solutions to tough issues. Sometimes the energy level exhausted me.”
His father rested his fork on the plate. “Did you and Baylor travel?”
“In the United States and Europe. Even Australia,” she explained. “I never dreamed of visiting France or England.”
Landon smiled. “That sounds amazing.”
One more reason to be careful with Gracie. Their small town would bore someone who traveled around the world.
“Do you speak French?” Matthew asked.
“Baylor spoke it fluently. I learned enough to get by, but I’m rusty.” When she shook her head, her hair settled around her shoulders. Then she added, “Please, don’t quiz me.”
“That’s what people say when we list all our cousins’ names,” Matthew told her.
“How big is your family?”
“We’re related to at least half of the town,” Carson said.
“I grew up with six brothers—I love big families!”
Carson laughed. He couldn’t help himself. But he knew better than to imagine she could be interested in him. Baylor remained a part of her life. 
Before he left, she stopped him. “I hope you don’t mind that I sent my boxes to your house. I had no other Laughing Falls address.”
“Who gave it to you?”  He was curious.
“My mother.” She sighed.
“Do you think she’s pushing us together?” Her father knew the business address, and he could have called for his parents’ information. “It’s not long since your fiancé died.”
She nodded. “Your whole family knows she didn’t like Baylor. My track record with my mother is terrible. I rarely know what she’s thinking.”
“And I got the impression you don’t care what she wants,” he said.
“My life runs more smoothly.” She leaned closer to him. “I couldn’t find any pictures online. I’m glad you aren’t your father’s age.”
He realized how she’d taken a leap of faith by moving to Laughing Falls. “For all you knew, I could be a blundering ogre.”
She laughed, and it sounded like music to Carson.
“Perhaps my luck has changed.”
He wasn’t as pleased about their initial attraction. Carson didn’t need a charming woman. His heart hadn’t healed from the last one.

      [image: ]When Carson got home, the upgraded guest room stunned him. He believed she’d appreciate the improvements—if she stayed with him. He dialed RJ’s number. “The room looks amazing! Thanks to you and Sophie.”
“How did it go?”
“I nearly crashed into a woman at Save More Drugs this afternoon. At dinner, the charming woman turned out to be Gracie.”
“You didn’t recognize her?” RJ asked.
“She has a sexy voice. Shiny hair. And a smile I can’t describe.” Simple words didn’t do her justice. “Not the skinny girl in the picture. Gracie impressed everyone.”
RJ laughed. “You’ve never sounded so enthusiastic when describing a woman.”
“Don’t get excited. She’s a simple case of too good to be real. We both know that’s a dangerous proposition for me.” He imagined his cousin nodding in agreement.
“Ever think you’ve paid your dues, and it’s your turn to meet someone special?” RJ asked him.
“There are blinking danger signs in my brain when I imagine her smile,” Carson confided. Self-preservation at its best.
“At least no blaring alarms,” RJ joked.
Carson laughed. “Not yet.”
“Be nice to Gracie. She’s been through a tough time.”
“Don’t remind me. What man could compare to her super-fiancé?” Traveled abroad and spoke foreign languages. Not to mention, he lived to solve the world’s problems.
“She must have come to town because she needed a change,” RJ  suggested.
“Her family arranged it.” She hadn’t mentioned her opinion of Laughing Falls. But she only arrived that afternoon.
“She’s a grown woman. Do you believe they forced her to move?”
The woman survived her fiancé’s death and losing their home in California. She stood up to her mother. He still couldn’t guess why she agreed to move to Laughing Falls. “Her father told Gracie it was part of the business arrangement.”
“It sounds strange,” RJ said.
“I learned at dinner that Gracie’s mother gets under her skin.” She appeared so poised when they met—until her mother tried to start something. He admired how she defused the argument.
“Did they argue throughout the meal?” Jasper asked.
“Gracie put an end to it. The family had plenty of questions about her interesting life. She politely answered every Baylor question—except she refused to agree with her mother that the time spent with him had been a mistake.”
“So her mother didn’t approve of the fiancé. Never expected that twist.”
“I’ve researched Baylor—the man and his money, the travels, and his superhuman brain.”
“Sounds intense. Think Gracie’s looking for a more low-key future?”
“I’m still disappointed by the way my judgment failed with Sarah. And losing the business I expected to buy in Kansas City. The woman is tempting. But when I think about Gracie, I see more trouble headed my way.”






  
  Chapter 2


Gracie sighed when the morning sun peeked through her window. Last night, it had taken an hour to fall asleep in a strange bed. Her head ached with questions. Was Laughing Falls a mistake? It had been a long time since she’d felt that lost and alone. Her first night in the college dorm, she had been so homesick she cried herself to sleep. 
In the past, she had friends to share her life. Now who could she call? Talk to her parents, who didn’t want to hear her doubts? Elle made it obvious their friendship only existed in California. To her surprise, she missed Baylor. If he were alive, she’d still be with him. Instead, Gracie took a moment to consider how her life had improved. 
“Stop feeling sorry for yourself,” she muttered into her pillow.
Gracie had never been sure she loved Baylor. She had never been in love before meeting him. Just a few unrequited college crushes. What woman in her right mind would refuse his proposal? Gracie trusted her feelings to grow after they said their wedding vows. He promised to make time for them as a couple once they were married.
She rolled over, tangled in the sheets. Gracie would never know if Baylor might change. He died two weeks before their wedding. Distance cleared her head. Why hadn’t they grown closer while they were engaged?
His work came first. Carson seemed the opposite of Baylor. He had an athletic build. Baylor burned so much energy every day that he stayed slim. The Hawthornes seemed like people she might trust. Carson appeared to be more than another rich and successful man. If they became involved, might Gracie be safe? Or could she lose herself again?
She laughed. “Stop looking for trouble.”
He wasn’t interested in her. Why worry over something that may not happen? How could she feel an attraction the moment they met?
Gracie sat in the soft blue chair in her room and closed her eyes. She took a deep breath, clearing her mind. When she taught Baylor the breathing tricks, he argued meditation didn’t work. But they had both learned steady breathing could help them release stress and focus better.
Then she stumbled into the shower. Ten minutes later, she felt wide awake and found her face wash next to the sink. She dried her hair, and the waves did whatever they wanted despite her efforts to tame them. After applying minimal makeup, it was time to find Carson’s father.
Gracie knocked on Mr. Hawthorne’s home office door.
“Who’s there?” he called.
“Gracie. Have a moment?”
The door opened. “Welcome.”
She sat in a chair near his polished oak desk and tucked her hair behind her ears. “I have a question for you.”
“I’m listening,” he said.
Gracie took a moment. “Do you understand why my father made me part of the business deal? Were any promises made?”
Carl shook his head. “Your parents wanted you to settle in a fresh place. We agreed to welcome you to Laughing Falls.”
“I can guess what happened,” Gracie said, relieved no one expected her to hook up with Carson. Or anyone else. “I was making plans. But my mother refused to let me handle things on my schedule.”
He smiled. “Your mother, Marianne, is a force of nature.”
“How polite,” she said with a grin.
“She doesn’t know you are a business success.”
“Excuse me?”
“I have done my research. Did you know Baylor’s business increased by 20 percent when you started helping him?”
She had never heard that statistic. “I worked with a company near his plant. He asked six people to offer their solutions to a business issue. Guess mine fell a few miles outside the box, and he chose me. Each month, he needed more business advice. That’s why I moved into his house.”
“There are business gurus who think you are a miracle worker.”
She laughed. “He didn’t accept advice from many people. I rarely suggested the answers he expected.”
“If you don’t mind,” he started. “If you plan to stay in Laughing Falls, you will discover we have a long winter. Do you have a credit card? Or do you need money to get clothes for our climate?”
“I started a bank account and got a credit card in college. Baylor paid me a percentage of the money my ideas earned. I have other liquid
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